Dr. Morris F. Collen credits his mother with having endowed him with an auspicious birthday: 11-12-13, one that might have put him on a track toward exceptional numeracy. But looking back from the perspective of his ninetieth birthday, that endowment certainly amounted to much, much more. We may be tempted to claim Dr. Collen for us as one of the fathers of medical informatics, but that would diminish his true phenomenal legacy. Dr. Collen is a statesmanlike leader who reshaped modern health care in a fundamental way. He is a world-class scientist, an advisor to American presidents, and a profound humanist, who started out as an exemplary clinician. Dr. Collen's qualities put him from the start in the midst of an environment rife with innovation and opportunity, and marked by other giants.
He started out as a clinician in 1942 when he was selected by Dr. Sidney Garfield, a surgeon, to join him as an internist in his group practice-right after Dr. Collen had completed his residency in internal medicine at Los Angeles County Hospital. Since the thirties, Dr. Garfield had provided health care to large concentrations of industrial workers at remote work sites, including the Colorado River Aqueduct, a project providing water to Los Angeles, and the Hoover Dam on the Columbia River between Washington and Oregon. For this, Garfield had established a then-novel group practice, as well as an even more revolutionary prepayment health plan. This was provided mainly for workers in the employment of Henry J. Kaiser, a prominent industrialist and touted as the father of modern shipbuilding. Henry Kaiser built over 1,500 cargo ships, know as ''Liberty Ships'' during World War II, created scores of companies involved in public works, such as the construction of dams, tunnels, and roads, and left his mark on the automobile industry with the Kaiser automobiles. Working with Dr. Garfield, Henry Kaiser is credited with creating one of the first comprehensive prepaid health plans for both office and hospital care. This health plan was extended in the forties to include not only all health problems of the workers beyond industrial accidents, but also the workers' families. This led to the establishment of Kaiser Permanente in the postWorld War II period, when the health plan began accepting public members. The name, Permanente, was first applied by Henry Kaiser to his Sand and Gravel Plant built along the Permanente Creek located near San Jose, California. Kaiser's wife Bess liked the name, Permanente, a Spanish term meaning ever-flowing; and he applied it to several of his companies. Collen among its leaders, Kaiser Permanente was reorganized in the 1950s to clarify the independence of the medical group from the health plan and to carefully define a highly integrated contractual partnership of medicine and management.
One of the hallmarks of Dr. Collen is his ability to grasp complex issues, approach them in a holistic systematic manner, and come up with simple effective solutions. This ability was undoubtedly furthered by his achievement of a degree in electrical engineering before engaging in medical studies. As an internist in the forties, he approached the care for pneumococcal lobar pneumonia in a systematic manner, developing and publishing treatment protocols that would nowadays be called clinical practice guidelines-a major improvement to dealing with this devastating condition of the pre-penicillin era that was endemic in the closed quarters of the World War II shipyards and the associated worker housing projects.
In the fifties, the need to gain efficiencies in health care led Dr. Collen, in conjunction with Dr. Garfield, to further reengineer health care delivery in their environment. Together they pursued a grand scheme of converting acute care into disease prevention, and beyond that to health maintenance. This led him to introduce a fundamentally new tool, which recently had become available to businesses, into health care-the computer. Dr. Robert Pearl, current medical director and CEO of The Permanente Medical Group, says Dr. Collen ''understood more than three decades ago that the computer would be as important to health care as the stethoscope was in the past.'' Again, his uncanny ability to get to the core of an issue and to devise simple, effective, and practical solutions marked his approaches. He used computers to track his members' health status, and to run comprehensive periodic health checkups on healthy plan members. This ''multi-phasic screening'' approach, introduced during the fifties and early sixties and delivered in the streamlined architectural environment of a multi-phasic health screening center, included physical examinations, comprehensive laboratory tests, electrophysiology tests, radiographs, and an automated self-administered medical history. The latter is a particularly illustrative example of his ingenuity and sense for simple solutions: test subjects were presented with a stack of punched cards, on which questions were printed and encoded. They were asked to sort these cards into two boxes, depending on whether their answer to the question was ''yes'' or ''no.'' The questions answered with ''yes'' were then printed for review by a professional, together with the other test results.
Within a decade, Dr. Collen accumulated several millions of health checkup data sets on more than a million subjects, creating in the process not only a prototype electronic health record, but also a phenomenal and unique basis for research, and this despite the immaturity of the technology available in the fifties and sixties.
His original and comprehensive deployment of computers enabled work on the selection of valid, predictive indicators, the development of person-specific ranges for the assessment of laboratory results, the establishment of the foundations for comprehensive hospital information systems, and the advancement of methods for systems evaluation for meticulous assessment of the economic efficiency and medical effectiveness of such systems. For the pursuit of the scientific aspects of his work, Dr. Collen founded the Medical Methods Research Division (now known as the Division of Research) within Kaiser Permanente in Oakland, to which he added the Division of Technology Assessment in 1979 that he directed until his retirement in 1983, at age 70. This Division of Research has evolved into one of the largest medical research facilities outside a university with 400 employees, an annual budget of more than $30,000,000 and a cumulative contribution of over 1,200 peer-reviewed articles to the medical literature.
By the time of his ''retirement,'' Dr. Collen listed some 150 publications in his scientific output and had held appointments at multiple first-class universities, including Johns Hopkins and Stanford. He had served on the Institute of Medicine of the National Academy of Sciences of the United States, and in many capacities on many committees of the National Library of Medicine.
His papers include close to 30 publications on clinical conditions, including treatment and epidemiology of pneumonia and diabetes, from the forties through the sixties. The first paper on ''Screening in a Group Practice Prepaid Medical Care Plan'' appeared in 1955. 1 This theme of multi-phasic screening, automated medical diagnosis, health surveillance, and preventive medicine was then the subject of some 20 publications into the seventies. At this time, the emphasis shifted to electronic medical records, and hospital and health information systems. This includes a book on Hospital Information Systems 2 and a book on Multiphasic Health Testing Services, 3 6 He is currently working on a complement to this book, which concentrates on the history of the development of ancillary information systems in health. Dr. Collen's ability to cut through to the heart of the matter, to treat complex issues comprehensively but succinctly and understandably, is particularly well illustrated by a series of articles which appeared in 1999/ 2000 in M.D. Computing. [7] [8] [9] [10] [11] [12] [13] This series of lucid short articles, almost vignettes, are a comprehensive and up-to-date review of such key issues in health informatics as the approaches to programming, operating systems, and use of the Internet and World Wide Web, and would do credit to many much younger colleagues. Today, his publication record stands at over 190 scientific articles and five books.
Dr. Collen accomplishes much of his current work at the National Library of Medicine (NLM) in Bethesda, Maryland, where he regularly spends his days as Scholar in Residence. But he also serves the NLM in other ways. Some years ago, he agreed to join the Literature Selection Technical Review Committee. This committee recommends the selection of new journals to be indexed by the NLM, and from time to time reviews the holdings of entire areas, such as pediatrics or genetics, to determine whether the collections are adequate. After serving on this work-intensive committee for three years, he agreed to chair it for two. He is also chair of the NLM Biomedical Imaging and Bioengineering Working Group. Her loss in 1996, after fighting with her a long battle with Parkinson's disease, confronted him with depression. But he learned to cope with it: He greets every day with an emphatic, ''This is going to be a great day!'' He says he has been happy in the last two years since he met Jewel Wallach, a widow, who he says has a wonderful New York sense of humor, besides being very intelligent, and a devoted counselor for caregivers of patients with ParkinsonÕs disease; and who now accompanies him regularly to dinner and theater, and on some of his travels.
Dr. David Lawrence, former CEO of Kaiser Foundation, sums Dr. Collen up as ''a phenomenal personality, a very large presence, a man who I enjoyed debating and arguing with, and who I enjoyed consulting for help.'' ''Very high intelligence, combined with a strong will, and the ability to lead'' is the take of the Executive Director of the Permanente Federation, Dr. Francis J. Crosson on Dr. Collen. '' . . .And what seems to be most amazing to all people is that it does not seem to have dimmed at all.'' In 1986, when asked by an interviewer for his vision of health informatics in the year 2010, Dr. Collen quipped, ''Well, I look forward to being around in 2010.'' Well, so are we! Happy birthday, Dr. Collen! May there be many more great days ahead for you!
